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THE 

RANGE  OF  MEDICAL  GYMNASTICS 

IN  THE 

TREATMENT  OF  DISEASE. 


The  value  of  medical  gymnastics  in  the  treatment  of  the 
slighter  cases  of  lateral  curvature  of  the  spine  is  generally 
recognised.  Even  in  the  more  severe  forms  in  which  osseous 
deformity  has  occurred  to  such  an  extent  as  to  be  necessarily 
permanent,  the  application  of  such  measures  is  to  an  increas- 
ing extent  replacing  the  older  treatment  by  mechanical  sup- 
ports. In  these  cases  it  is  of  course  impossible  to  reduce  the 
deformity,  but  the  possibility  of  considerably  alleviating  the 
patient's  condition  by  suitable  exercises  can  be  to  a  large 
extent  realised.  In  the  first  place  the  use  of  supports  is  rendered 
unnecessary,  even  though  these  may  have  been  worn  for  years. 
I  have  recently  had  under  my  care  a  gentleman,  xt.  27, 
with  marked  lateral  curvature,  sent  to  me  by  Dr  Alex.  Napier. 
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He  had  worn  mechanical  supports  of  plaster,  poroplastic  or 
steel,  for  fourteen  years,  and  had  been  quite  unable  to  carry 
on  his  business  without  them.    After  three  months'  daily 
treatment  he  was  able  to  dispense  with  the  use  of  all  supports, 
and  after  a  period  of  a  year  and  a  half  there  is  no  relapse. 
Further,  the  result  in  this  case  illustrates  another  advantage 
attending  this  method  of  treatment.    By  education  of  the 
patient,  he  is  taught  to  carry  himself  in  such  a  manner  that 
the  deformity  is  much  less  conspicuous,  whilst  the  improved 
muscular  condition   renders  the  retention  of  this  improved 
position  easily  possible.    This  of  course    implies  that  the 
muscles  of  the  back  have  been  strengthened  and  improved  in 
tone,  so  that  the  tendency  of  the  curvature  to  increase  is 
removed.     The  pain  and  wearied  feeling  in  the  back  from 
which  the  patient    previously    suffered  are  now  altogether 
absent,  and  the  general  health  and  well-being  have  been  con- 
spicuously promoted. 

I  quote  this  case,  not  as  a  mere  exceptional  instance,  but 
rather  for  the  purpose  of  emphasising  the  practical  benefits 
which  follow  the  use  of  medical  gymnastics,  even  in  extreme 
and  long  continued  cases  of  spinal  curvature. 

The  same  principles  apply  to  the  cases  of  young  ladies,  in 
whom  the  use  of  mechanical  supports  is  sometimes  sup- 
plemented by  a  recommendation  to  recline  for  several  hours 
daily  on  a  flat  board. 


In  the  Treatment  of  Disease  5 

One  of  the  most  striking  instances  of  this  that  I  have  had 
under  my  care  is  that  of  a  young  lady,  set.  1 8,  sent  to  me  eight 
years  ago  by  Dr  Finlayson.  She  had  for  several  years  been 
following  out  the  treatment  just  referred  to,  but  with  such 
unsatisfactory  results  that  in  despair  she  had  retired  to  bed 
with  the  conviction  that  she  would  never  be  able  to  rise  again. 
The  steel  supports  she  was  using  were  a  burden  beyond  her 
strength,  and  yet  she  could  neither  sit  upright  nor  walk  with- 
out them.  Muscular  exercises  were  commenced  in  a  very 
mild  form  and  with  the  patient  in  the  recumbent  posture,  the 
supports  being  discontinued  from  the  outset.  The  exercises 
were  gradually  extended  until  walking  became  possible,  and 
at  present  she  is  healthy  and  vigorous,  and  was  able,  on  a 
recent  occasion,  to  ascend  Goatfell. 

These  and  similar  cases  have  led  me,  even  in  the  worst 
instances,  to  urge  with  confidence  the  adoption  of  medical 
gymnastics,  and  the  entire  discarding  of  mechanical  supports. 
My  experience  has  been  uniform  that  this  line  of  procedure, 
so  ably  advocated  by  Mr  Bernard  Roth,  F.R.C.S.,  of  London, 
is  fully  adequate  to  secure  the  improvement  and  comfort  of 
the  patient,  even  though  the  deformity  has  reached  such  a 
degree  that  its  complete  removal  is  impossible. 

The  range  of  medical  gymnastics  is,  however,  by  no  means 
confined  to  the  treatment  of  lateral  curvature,  and  I  propose  to 
illustrate  this  statement  by  quoting  from  my  case-book  records 
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of  various  conditions  in  which  I  have  found  them  of  decided 
value. 

I  take  in  the  first  instance  one  of  numerous  cases  of  such  a 
common  condition  as  anaemia  with  obstinate  constipation  and 
amenorrhcea. 

Miss  A.,aet.  20,  sent  to  me  by  Dr  Finlayson, was  suffering  from 
severe  anaemia,  constipation  and  amenorrhcea.  These  symptoms 
had  been  present  for  several  years,  and  had  resisted  ordinary 
medicinal  treatment.  To  meet  the  constipation  she  had  been  in 
the  habit  of  taking  half  an  ounce  of  liquid  extract  of  cascara 
sagrada  per  diem,  and  had  menstruated  on  only  three  occasions 
during  the  past  ten  months.    Under  the  use  of  massage  of  the 
abdomen  and  of  regulated  exercises  for  two  months,  her  general 
condition  had  much  improved,  and  a  daily  action  of  the  bowels 
was  obtained  by  one  grain  of  pil.  aloes  et  myrrhs  thrice  daily. 
After  a  short  residence  in  the  country,  menstruation  became  quite 
regular,  and  no  laxative  or  other  medicines  were  required. 

The  results  in  this  case  could  scarcely  have  been  obtained 
by  the  usual  medicinal  methods,  and  it  may  be  remarked  as 
of  considerable  practical  moment  that  removal  of  the  constipa- 
tion which  was  here  so  successfully  accomplished  does  not,  in 
.  my  experience,  follow  mere  massage  of  the  abdomen.  It  is 
essential  that  this  should  be  combined  with  exercises  calculated 
to  promote  an  improvement  in  the  tone  of  the  abdominal 
muscles,  and  indeed  of  the  muscular  system  generally.  The 
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improved  condition  of  the  blood,  as  demonstrated  by  the 
appearance  of  the  patient,  and  the  re-establishment  of  the 
menstrual  function,  was  no  doubt  partly  due  to  the  more  regular 
habit  of  the  bowels,  and  to  the  better  appetite  and  more  perfect 
digestion.    But  in  addition,  it  is  to  be  noted  that  an  important 
effect  of  the  exercises  is  to  greatly  increase  the  respiratory 
capacity,  and  so  to  secure  proper  aeration  of  the  blood.  The 
value  of  exercises  in  this  direction  may  be  specially  observed 
in  cases  of  the  recession  of  the  chest  wall,  which  so  frequently 
follows  attacks  of  pleurisy  accompanied  by  effusion.  The 
following  is  an  instance  : — 

Miss  C,  set.  23,  had  an  attack  of  left  pleurisy  in  April  1 896, 
for  which  she  was  tapped,  2*  pints  of  fluid  being  removed. 
She  was  sent  to  me  on  November  3rd,  1896,  by  Dr  Finlayson, 
when  there  was  flattening  of  the  left  chest  and  a  spinal  curvature. 
Respiratory  movements  over  the  left  side  very  weak,  spirometer 
indicated  115  cubic  inches.  After  six  weeks'  treatment  the 
curvature  disappeared,  the  left  chest  was  increased  in  girth,  and 
moved  freely  ;  respiratory  murmur  abundant.  Spirometer,  145 
cubic  inches. 

The  improvement  here  was  no  doubt  largely  due  to  the 
increased  efficiency  of  the  left  chest  and  the  accompanying 
expansion  of  the  left  lung.  But  in  addition,  there  was  much 
more  perfect  action  of  all  the  respiratory  muscles,  and  this  I 
attribute  largely  to  education  in  the  use  of  these  muscles,  espe- 
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daily  in  the  proper  use  of  the  diaphragm.  It  is  observed  only  too 
frequently  that  the  respiratory  movements  in  many  patients  are 
inadequately  performed  as  a  result  of  ignorance,  and  one  of 
the  most  important  considerations  to  be  borne  in  mind  in  the 
use  of  medical  gymnastics  is  the  promotion  of  such  employ- 
ment of  the  muscles  which  act  upon  the  chest  wall  as  to  secure 
the  development  of  an  increased  respiratory  capacity. 

The  beneficial  effects  of  this  improvement  are  manifested  in 
many  directions.  Thus  weakly  children  with  a  tendency  to  the 
development  of  frequent  attacks  of  bronchial  catarrh  may  be 
observed  under  treatment,  not  only  to  develop  a  healthy 
appetite  with  improvement  in  their  general  condition,  but  in 
particular  to  lose  this  unfortunate  tendency  to  catarrh. 

There  are  also  many  cases  in  which  the  action  of  exercises 
upon  the  nervous  system  is  seen  to  be  of  great  value. 

In  the  first  place  such  definite  conditions  as  chorea,  asthma, 
nocturnal  incontinence  of  urine,  and  cases  of  cardiac  irregularity, 
repeatedly  improve  or  entirely  disappear  under  the  use  of 
medical  gymnastics,  a  result  which  doubtless  .is  explained  by 
an  increase  in  the  tone  and  stability  of  the  nerve  centres. 

The  same  influence  is  manifested  in  the  removal  of  func- 
tional paralysis,  hysterical  tendencies,  and  of  morbid  and  intro- 
spective mental  habits,  and  my  experience  convinces  me  that 
the  Weir  Mitchell  treatment  often  applied  in  these  cases  does 
not  produce  a  permanent  result  unless  supplemented  by  the 
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discipline  of  active  exercises.  On  more  than  one  occasion  I 
have  seen  a  patient  gain  weight  and  mental  balance  from  the 
Weir  Mitchell  treatment,  only  in  the  course  of  a  few  weeks  to 
relapse  into  her  former  unhappy  condition.  Hence  it  is  now 
my  invariable  practice  to  add  to  the  usual  routine  of  isola- 
tion, over-feeding  and  massage,  the  pursuit  of  medical 
gymnastics. 

The  benefit  of  active  exercises  is  also  to  be  observed  in 
various  abnormal  conditions  of  the  peripheral  nerves.  One  of 
the  most  extreme  of  these  is,  of  course,  peripheral  neuritis, 
which  is  fortunately  susceptible  of  complete  and  permanent 
cure.  I  have  had  a  marked  instance  of  this  during  the  past 
two  years. 

M.  P.,  aet.  31,  was  brought  to  this  country  from  abroad  in 
Feb.  1895,  in  consequence  of  paralysis  affecting  all  his  limbs. 
The  muscular  atrophy  was  extreme  and  the  paralysis,  at  least 
of  the  lower  limbs,  absolute.  The  degree  of  tenderness  was 
also  a  marked  feature  in  the  case,  and  this  for  a  time  confined 
the  treatment  to  the  feeding  and  nursing  of  the  patient.  He 
was  seen  by  Dr  C.  O.  Hawthorne,  who  corroborated  the  diag- 
nosis. Gradually,  gentle  massage  was  introduced  with  passive, 
and  subsequently  active,  exercises.  The  range  of  the  latter  was 
for  some  time  very  limited,  but  as  the  power  of  the  muscles 
improved,  more  extensive  and  numerous  exercises  were  practised, 
and  after  many  months  the  patient  was  able  to  walk,  and  has 
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now  returned  to  his  business  in  the  colonies  in  a  normal 

condition  of  health. 

The  slighter  but  still  very  troublesome  affections  of  the 
peripheral  nerves,  e.g.,  sciatica  and  facial  and  other  neuralgias, 
are  also  very  amenable  to  mechanical  treatment.     In  these 
cases  I  employ  Liedbeck's  vibrator,  as  I  have  seen  this  used 
in  his  Institute  in  Stockholm.     The  rapidity  of  the  effect  is 
often  a  marked  feature  of  this  method  of  treatment.    A  pro- 
fessional friend,  who  had  been  suffering  from  sciatica  for  several 
weeks,  was  recently  as  surprised  as  he  was  gratified  to  experi- 
ence marked  relief  after  one  application  of  the  vibrator  with 
exercises  flexing  the  hip  joint,  and  complete  cure  upon  repetition 
of  the  treatment  for  five  successive  days.    I  have  also  found 
the  vibrator  of  great  service  in  the  treatment  of  such  an 
obstinate  condition  as  hysterical  aphonia.    It  is  easily  applied 
and  is  not  disagreeable  to  the  patient,  and  even  a  few  applica- 
tions are  usually  sufficient. 

Similar  principles  are  applicable  in  cases  of  lumbago,  and  in 
those  vague  pains  in  the  back,  so  common  in  women,  who  may 
be  quite  free  from  uterine  disease.  I  have  seen  a  number  of 
cases  of  this  kind,  one  of  which,  a  severe  case  of  lumbago  sent 
to  me  by  Dr  Crawford  Renton,  was  completely  relieved  after 
two  applications  of  the  vibrator  followed  by  massage  and  exercise 

of  the  lumbar  muscles. 

After  a  not  inconsiderable  experience  my  conviction  is  strong 
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that  the  field  of  therapeutics  offered  by  medical  gymnastics  may 
with  advantage  be  more  extensively  cultivated  than  is  perhaps 
the  usual  habit  of  the  profession.  The  success  of  this  treatment 
in  Sweden  and  other  countries  is  a  striking  demonstration  of 
its  value,  and  of  the  necessity  that  in  order  to  be  efficient  the 
exercises  must  be  carefully  selected  according  to  the  wants  of 
each  particular  case,  and  must  be  applied  with  judgment  and 
discrimination. 


